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Abstract: Student support infrastructure for first-generation and/or low-income students (FGLI) at
Saint Mary’s College was enhanced through the High Potential Sphere of Success initiative (HPSS),
targeting 160 undergraduate students to achieve, at minimum, 63% persistence, 94% good academic
standing, and 58% graduation compared to rates in 2014—57%, 89%, and 42%, respectively. HPSS
vectors—resilience and sustainability, psychosocial development and engagement, academic
resources and technology, leadership development, research and scholarship, and career and
graduate school exploration—parallel student development theories, highlighting strengths and
teaching students to draw on personal assets and capitalize on them. Significant institutional
resources supplemented a 2015 TRIO SSS grant, allocating $300,000 annually to address unmet need
for highest financial need students. Full-time personnel, graduate student interns, and peer mentors
were added as staff to work with FGLI. Quantitative and qualitative methods were employed to
evaluate the initiative; formative and summative reports are analyzed assessing positive impacts on
participants and ensuring that program objectives are met. Outcome data indicate institution-wide
impact—exceeding objectives—with 95% persistence and 89% good academic standing with 160
participants served. Far-reaching institutional outcomes that evolved from the initiative are also
presented.
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Introduction and Background
In 2016, the authors submitted a paper highlighting the foundational and theoretical rationale for
developing the Saint Mary’s College High Potential Sphere of Success (HPSS), with the hope that once
TRIO funded the expansion and targeted supports outlined in HPSS, broad outcomes would be published
in a subsequent paper. As such, the authors have worked diligently to assess quantitative and qualitative
data and present outcomes in this work. As with any program developed to impact change at all levels,
some of the research initially cited will be highlighted again herein, and some new information and
support for the initiatives as they unfolded are also presented. To guide the readers through the process
the authors have constructed, a timeline is presented in Appendix A, and a Logic Model is presented in
Appendix B.
HPSS is designed to increase the persistence, academic standing, and graduation rates of firstgeneration and/or low-income college (FGLI) students. HPSS fosters an institutional climate that supports
the success of students who are from groups traditionally underrepresented in postsecondary education,
and improves participants’ financial and economic literacy. The program is comprised of elements meant
to develop a “culture of commencement” through resilience thinking (Caruana, 2014) and significant,
consistent attention to academic and psychosocial development, particularly non-cognitive factors
(Farruggia, Han, Watson, Moss, & Bottoms, 2018). Each of these components are grounded in assetbased formulas or rather, strengths-based considerations of a student’s potential rooted in their personal

narratives and collectivist foundations. Too often, first-generation and low-income students enter colleges
considered to be “at risk” rather than “at promise” (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Duckworth, Peterson,
Matthews, & Kelly, 2007); establishing a baseline of potential rather than risk is an immediate asset to an
institution—setting it apart from peer institutions by immediately creating a critical mass of possibilities
rather than problems (Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2016).
HPSS furnishes a continuum of support for 160 eligible students from the first year through
baccalaureate degree completion. Admitted students who self-identify as first generation and who are
Pell-eligible are invited to apply and sent an application from the HPSS director. Students are regularly
admitted, complete the application, and agree to program requirements of meeting with an HP coach, a
peer mentor, maintaining at least a 2.0 GPA, and attending a first-year seminar course, along with the
HPSS yearly goals as described in the vectors (see Figure 1).

Figure 1: High Potential Sphere of Success

HPSS students establish a strong foundation through participation in new and established
programs for first- and second-year students. In years three and four, students are reaching psychosocial
and academic targets as described in the vectors included in the Sphere of Success. Grounded in
evidence-based practices that highlight student development theory, sphere vectors are designed to meet
students where they are to increase their motivation and capitalize on their innate resilience. In addition,
rather than operating in isolation in several campus departments, coordinated programs and support
services provide students with the most direct possible pathway in years three and four to continue toward
graduation. The sphere components represent interventions FGLI students benefit from the most, and
which are highlighted in the literature to demonstrate success and persistence to graduation among this
population (see Engle & Tinto, 2008; Redford, Mulvaney Hoyer, & Ralph, 2017; Saenz, Hurtado,
Barrera, Wolf, & Yeung, 2007). Organizing the components as a Sphere of Success presents an
intentional, directed, holistic initiative that focuses on non-cognitive factors to be discussed at length in
this paper. HPSS frames academics as even more attainable if non-cognitive factors are assessed and if
supports are designed around outcomes to create direct pathways for students to achieve their goals so
target persistence, performance, and graduation rates are met. (Farruggia, Han, Watson, Moss, &
Bottoms, 2018).
HPSS includes six vectors designed to directly address student retention, academic standing, and
persistence to graduation. Each vector corresponds roughly to a specific year, and interventions are made
where developmentally appropriate. Each vector draws on newly developed as well as existing services to

tailor evidence-based interventions to enhance each participant’s success and meet program objectives
and make short-, intermediate-, and long-term impact, as shown in the logic model (Appendix B). HPSS
aimed to achieve the following objectives (compared to 2014 data): 63% (57%) persistence; 94% (89%)
good academic standing; and 58% (50%) graduation. Outcome data presented herein indicates institutionwide impact and the objectives have been exceeded, reporting 95% persistence and 98% good academic
standing with 160 participants served. The vectors are: 1) Resilience and sustainability; 2) Psychosocial
development and engagement; 3) Academic resources and technology; 4) Leadership development; 5)
Research and scholarship; and 6) Career/graduate exploration. These will be described later in the work.

Framework and Intrusive Mission
In our 2016 submission, the authors outlined the important role the mission of Saint Mary’s
College of California (SMC) plays in each of its initiatives, a mission centered on five core principles: 1)
respect for all persons, 2) concern for the poor and social justice, 3) inclusive excellence, 4) faith in the
presence of God, 5) and quality education. As such, the framework for moving toward actual mission
execution exists, and the impetus for developing HPSS arose from recognizing the importance of enacting
the mission of the college by serving the most vulnerable and creating a paradigm shift while expanding
and updating a legacy program. This task required living the core principles and finding collaborators
who were willing to break down silos and move the institution forward. HPSS is committed to not only
recognizing that New Majority (ACC&U), at promise (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Duckworth et al.,
2007; Hiss & Franks, 2014; Swadener & Lubeck, 1995) students are ready to face global challenges and
national dialogues that often disparage them, and that they are willing to represent the college as
advocates of social and economic change.
The SMC mission is intrusive in that students are inundated with a core curriculum based on the
mission. Faculty intertwine that mission into assignments, community engagement, and actions that
require co-curricular and academic excellence. Staff and student leaders join in this important work
through co-curricular experiences in the residence halls and throughout campus that demonstrate our
responsibility to lead in the area of equitable access and commitment to a liberal education that fosters
life-changing college experiences. While promoting an intrusive mission seems at odds with development
of free thought and critical inquiry, it actually provides a theme upon which a concept such as inclusive
excellence can thrive. By maintaining a fervent tie to the core principles that speak to respect for all
persons, inclusive excellence, and social justice and concern for the poor, Lasallian educators ensure
those principles are imbedded in every action and can never revert to lack of action to remain aligned with
the status quo. In fact, the authors argue the Lasallian Core Principles (please see https://www.stmarysca.edu/mission-and-ministry-center/what-is-lasallian/5-core-principles) provide the most indestructible
framework for serving first-generation and/or low-income students, and every aspect of the college must
seek innovative ways to embody strengths-based advising and support (Schreiner & Anderson, 2005).
As such, centering HPSS Vectors on highlighting the Lasallian Core Principles through the
positive characteristics of FGLI students by encouraging student narratives to cultivate and speak of their
achievements (Stephens, Hamedani, & Destin, 2014) refocuses HPSS on what FGLI students can process
in assignments and initiatives, creating pathways to retention, improved performance, and graduation. The
legacy of elitism and social promotion in higher education (Gieger, 2015) along with a long history of
who deserves access to higher education formed significant barriers to education for FGLI students that
colleges like Saint Mary’s are required to break down as a function of their existence (Eckel & King,
2004; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Freire, 1970; Greenberg, 1997; Kezar, 2011; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Saenz et al., 2007; Tinto, 1982). Forming programs directly parallel to institutional mission and requiring
the institution to uphold its mission provides the stimulus and momentum for transformation.

Framing the Intrusive Mission
The authors focused on using existing frameworks, including the mission and core principles of
the college, to create HPSS. One such frame was instituted by the Provost who served from 2008 to 2017,
and was developed by Moises Barón and Reuben Mitchell (1998). The Organizational Developmental
Model of Inclusion (ODMI) (Appendix C) requires commitment to a long-term vision of inclusive
excellence that is a continuously evolving, dynamic strategy devoted to assessing institutions at the
department, school (or unit), and institutional level to grasp a sense of employees’ perceptions of
inclusive excellence in those areas. The administration was committed to ensuring Saint Mary’s was not
representative of institutions mired in redundant narratives centered on increasing diversity and how those
increases might impact student and institutional success. Rather, administrators chose to focus on
positively impacting campus ecology in order to improve student achievement as described by Dey, Ott,
Antonaros, Barnhardt, and Holsapple (2010) and Harper and Hurtado (2007) by raising up and providing
resources for existing programs and moving beyond increases in compositional diversity that often result
in resurrection of antiquated and often siloed approaches that are redundant, confusing and do not
promote agency among students. Incorporating the common language to induce systemic cultural change
through adoption of the ODMI (Barón & Mitchell, 1998) provided another framework for HPSS to lead
in launching institutional change to positively impact achievement and completion for FGLI students.
Investing in strategies to identify and extract avenues for activating institutional change requires
developing facility with theory-based transformative thinking and focused identification of outcomes
beyond a common language/framing as provided by the ODMI. Creating and developing partnerships to
infuse strengths-based resilience thinking (Caruna, 2014) into strategic planning and policy making
requires both grass-roots and administrative commitment at the institutional level and more than a tertiary
understanding of the broad concept of student success. Combining existing constructs, mission ideals, and
retention and graduation targets can shape the formula but cannot sustain positive transformation unless
programs with definitive infrastructures and generalizable outcomes are uninterrupted and perpetually
funded. HPSS—a strengths-based leadership, retention, and success initiative—embodies institutional
dedication to first-generation and/or low-income students. The program focuses on demonstrating the
importance of its students understanding that a culture of commencement is a goal in action. Founders of
the High Potential (HP) Program set access targets in place, program sustainers ensured the program
retained funding over the years even through extremely hard economic times at the college, and most
recently, the new guard that collaborated and wrote the 2015 TRIO grant wove the mission and Lasallian
Core Principles deeply into the fabric of the grant, making HPSS perpetually possible (Sosa & Pascua
Dea, 2015). The perpetuity lies in HPSS’s structures that are not only grounded in the Liberal Arts, but
are also extracted from high impact practices in higher education (Kuh, 2008), collectivist practices, and
mission alignment (Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2018).
Robust narratives featuring collectivist values of harmony, team building, altruism, social justice,
and working together to attain academic and psychosocial goals is crucial to creating lasting connections,
whether for program development or for pathways to academic success, graduation, and career success
(Friedrich et al., 2014; Guess, 2004). Recognition of collectivist narratives can break down feelings of
inadequacy and racial battle fatigue (Franklin, Smith, & Hung, 2014; Guess, 2004) while manifesting
positive resistance to microaggressions that permeate the lived experiences of FGLI students (Solórzano,
Ceja, & Yosso, 2000; Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009). Rendón’s 2006 work emphasized how
experiences of FGLI students are compelling and can create new images and reflections of student’s selfawareness, thus providing motivation and drive to self-actualize (Baxter Magolda,1998; 2014).
Transforming philosophies to place FGLI students in a category of potency rather than need activates how
possibility and potential rather than barriers, deficiency, and remediation can lead to positive outcomes.

From External Motivating Factors to Narrative Change and Cultural Shift
Organizations are often driven by external motivating factors that cannot remedy status quo,
especially if the organization is generating positive outcomes and growth. In addition, challenges to
existing practices may be rejected if fears or concerns over damaging existing relationships with donors
and clients becomes more important than the organization’s constituents or, in this case, students (Kezar
& Lester, 2009; Sirkin, Keenan, & Jackson, 2005). External motivations can spur change in organizations
or in human behavior; however, finding intrinsic elements to initiate modifications, alterations, or even
adjustments proves to be extremely difficult. For example, through disavowing Jim Crow legislation and
dismissing laws that prevented educational access for Black and African Americans, some students who
identified in those categories were encouraged to attend the few schools allowing them entrance, still
leaving most without an education. The lack of infrastructure and frankly, protections for students in
those toxic environments resulted in extreme difficulty in their learning and retention of information, as
an ecosystem of pain and negative experiences for these students often surfaced intergenerational traumas
that block optimal brain activity and learning (Connolly, 2011; DeGruy, 2005; Durham & Webb, 2014;
Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2017).
External Motivating Factors
Similar forms of marginalization continue for FGLI students and for other underrepresented racial
and ethnic groups that negatively impact their progress. In fact, backlash from admissions initiatives and
policies designed to create a more inclusive environment resulted in legal actions at the state level, like
Proposition 209 in California (1996) which banned affirmative action in admissions. Further, challenges
to equity and race-based admissions policies prompted institutions to review their mission and vision
statements to circumvent law and policy and move toward institutional diversification of the student
body. In a second level backlash, enrollment for Black students in particular decreased as laws were
passed to negate advances made while affirmative action in admissions was the definitive practice
(Colburn, Young, & Yellen, 2008; Morris, 2014).
The availability of educational access continues; however, educational progress—and particularly
educational completion—is fraught with significant gaps between student success and graduation for
those who have been historically marginalized (Kim, 2011). Community colleges and baccalaureate
institutions claim to address these issues, often adding mentoring groups (see The Puente Project) or other
individualized plans to address one or two areas that could support student achievement. However, most
institutions refrain from fully implementing holistic, broad-based, and empirically tested strategies and
initiatives to support historically marginalized students, leaving many students to withdraw from college
without a degree and with monumental debt (Kezar, 2011; Rosenbaum, Person, & Deil-Amen, 2006).
Accreditation reviews, student-led protests (see Inside Higher Education, 2016), and in some cases,
faculty and staff—usually in concert with student leaders—often demand institutions address existing
disparities, and that they lay the groundwork to diminish or end the disenrollment of Black and Brown
students. Arguably, external factors are necessary to initiate change, and often instituting definitive and
sweeping changes requires someone at the institution who understands the landscape of higher education
and ties mission directly to growth and infrastructure that not only sustains the mission of the college but
in fact promotes it and spurs its growth. Unfortunately, some institutions choose to support programs that
address equity and inclusion for FGLI students while actually demonstrating the first and second of four
quadrants in the ODMI, exclusion and symbolic inclusion. According to Barón and Mitchell (1998),
exclusion is characterized by
Identification of legal risks to the institution; occasional training on human relations concepts;
identification of how individuality is not valued, and making explicit the impact and cost (legal
challenges) of stereotypes, prejudices & discrimination. Exclusion maintains the privilege of the
dominant group; ignores the idea that ‘standards’ for inclusion are founded on dominant cultural
values and norms. (n.p.)

Barón and Mitchell (1998) went on to describe symbolic inclusion as thriving in its focus on
compositional diversity. Administrators often promote their institutions by quoting percentages of
“diverse people” while never stopping to consider the dominant cultural norms and actions that permeate
their institutions, often for centuries, making them cultural bastions for dominant groups. According to
Barón and Mitchell (1998), this quadrant
...make(s) visible differential treatment, claims to foster individual and group support to prevent
isolation; creates nondiscrimination policies, equitable salary scales, reviews of institutional
policy-making, and provides education about differences and differential treatment. Symbolic
inclusion promotes, identifies, and articulates initial benefits of inclusionary efforts and might
even identify incongruence. (n.p.) (see Appendix C).
Symbolic inclusion is often the result of an external evaluation by an accrediting body or other powerful
influencers that recognize how the institution is propagating racial and ethnic exclusion by not moving
toward equitable solutions to create a civil environment. Within symbolic inclusion, racial and ethnic
“others” must find a way fit in, and members of the dominant group might ignore and fear difference,
perhaps never realizing that the byproduct is indifference or even discounting of the experiences of those
in historically marginalized groups. Further, fearing and ignoring difference supports avoidance and status
quo, and persons in the non-dominant group are often “symbolically placed” in positions of power, and
are almost always quite isolated (Barón & Mitchell, 1998). Remaining mired in these two quadrants of the
ODMI is common, and institutional commitment to moving toward prescribed inclusion and inclusion
requires consistent assessment and review of outcomes while keeping in mind that these changes can take
decades.
Galloway and Shea (2009) chose to modify the ODMI as they considered how to structure
interventions for special education students and students with disabilities and administered the modified
assessment to over 30,000 students at after school programs in southern California. The ODMI-IWD
measures diversity, differential treatment, congruency, motivational imperative, and experience, areas
necessary to develop a process of inclusion. The findings parallel those outcomes derived from the
assessments conducted at Saint Mary’s using a modified, unpublished assessment developed by the
authors in collaboration with Mitchell and Barón and piloted in two of the four academic schools. Simply
put, the closer one is to a system, the more positively it is experienced. At the department level, persons
were more likely to think they are practicing equitably while they may perceive the College itself as not
doing so. These findings highlight the nature of propagating the status quo; what is right in front of us
may be perceived positively but might actually harm those who are not members of the dominant group to
which one belongs. As such, actions like removing race or equity-based admissions standards occur when
compositional diversity has been successful, without recognition that the cultural inequity remains strong.
Narrative Change and Cultural Shift
The ODMI framework included the development of learning outcomes (see Appendix D) and
Pathways to InclusionTM (see Appendix E) for leading the institution towards the latter quadrants of
prescribed inclusion and inclusion. The authors were involved in designing these documents, recognizing
that if the institution is primarily dominated by exclusion and symbolic inclusion, narrative change would
be a source for exploration to create a successful program and infrastructure for HPSS. As such, the
authors began by changing the names of some of the components of the program that had been mired in
antiquity and had left many in the dominant groups asking questions like: “How can a HP student be an
Honors College student?” For some faculty and administrators, a name change or even dismantling or
dissolution of the program would be the only pathway resulting in alterations, restructuring, and cultural
shift.
The college faced challenges in its approach to data collection and definitive processes of
institutional research were not formally instituted until the former provost (2008-2017) came on board in
2008. Program outcomes beyond positive first- to second-year retention rates were difficult to determine
or extract from existing and often anecdotal evidence and data. Retention data existed; however,
graduation rates were low. Much like the TRIO programs on which the HP Program was modeled (see

U.S. Department of Education TRIO programs,
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/trio/index.html), HP was designed to increase diversity, and
often granted college admission to students who had grade point averages below what the college
required. Often, students were provisionally admitted with low admissions grade point averages and SAT
or ACT scores. These programs promoted compositional diversity that was not sustainable since students
were so deeply underprepared for college they were often retained for just a semester (see U.S.
Department of Education, Fast Facts for Student Support Services, 2016). Retention and graduation rates
began to increase when programs focused on not only interventions, but on admitting students who met
the college’s admissions requirements and who, arguably, had at least a 50-50 chance of success as a
result. This crucial move was made to the existing program at Saint Mary’s, leading to some initial
upward blips in retention. However, educational access does not result in educational attainment if
students to whom access is provided are so far behind there is little chance they will make it through their
first year. Subsequent steps included a next level change, where narrative and cultural shifts can begin to
take hold and move student achievement measures forward, constituting an asset-based institutional
change—a narrative change is a first-level institutional move that can positively impact student success
(Sosa & Pascua Dea, 2016).
Institutional Level Narrative Changes

“Summer bridge” programs generally familiarize students to the college experience, and provide
some students with the cultural capital to succeed, particularly for those who might have attended
underresourced high schools (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Saenz et al., 2007). The Saint Mary’s College
“Summer Bridge” was semi-structured, had tertiary institutional commitment, included a peer mentoring
program and faculty interaction through abbreviated course instruction, and resulted in a group of
students who were at least marginally psychosocially prepared to start college. Psychosocial preparation
was flawed in that students were led to depend significantly on program staff, and connections to existing
college resources was not mandated, often causing formal or informal replication of services—an
unsustainable process that could not fully support student need and left the institution off the hook in
meeting its requirement that admitted students be supported through to graduation.
Other complications negatively impacted outcomes—students were often severely ill-prepared
academically, and few graduated. Though conditional (below admissions requirements) acceptance was
removed, participation in subsequent services beyond the summer program was primarily voluntary, and
the required peer mentoring and directed faculty involvement ceased after the bridge program ended.
These factors, among others, further hindered positive outcomes. Though strong relationships were
fostered between students and staff who worked tirelessly to support them, the institutional commitment
necessary to sustain a structured program demonstrating consistently positive retention, performance, and
graduation rates for this student population was simply not present. Further, sustainable structures,
policies, and procedures were unidentifiable, causing an imbalance or inequity in delineating which
student received what supports. In other words, those who developed strong relationships with staff
received interventions, and those who were not as connected or who did not have high levels of helpseeking behaviors may miss interventions Once these areas were identified as gaps in service delivery by
the authors in 2013, initial transformations to the summer program began with the name change,
transforming the Summer Bridge Program (SBP) into the Summer Academic Institute for Leaders and
Scholars (SAILS). SAILS included increasing targeted faculty involvement, expanding and requiring peer
mentoring beyond SAILS and into subsequent years, and creating ongoing leadership development
opportunities for all participants.
The initial change to SAILS included teaching participants, peer mentors, faculty, and staff who
were involved—and any other internal or external constituent—what narrative change means and how
strengths-based frameworks can buoy non-cognitive factors leading to a positive academic mindset that
increases motivation and grades (Farruggia et al., 2018; Williams, Horrell, Edmiston, & Brady, 2018).
Consistent reiteration of these factors and including them in promotional materials by revising admissions
letters and emails, website presence, and program/college publications embedded the mantra of strengths

and assets as intrinsic factors present in FGLI students rather than propagating the deficit mindset of what
they are missing. These changes were depicted in everything related to the HPSS program, beginning
with an idea and framework and then moving to documents and consistent behaviors to model the
changes being implemented. In addition, HPSS provides students with a clear set of expectations aligning
developmentally to each year in school, which is yet another aspect of strengths-based frameworks (see
HPSS Sphere, Appendix F, and Figure 1). By informing students of what they must do to achieve and
how best to reach their achievement goals, students can develop agency, moving themselves from
dependence to independence and finally to interdependence that supports their psychosocial and academic
development (Rosenbaum, Person, & Deil-Amen, 2006; Sosa, Sasso, & Pascua Dea, 2019).
The narrative change continued and was promoted by the president, the provost, and upper level
administration. Strengths-based verbiage was infused into college publications, news stories, and every
presentation or conversation. Rejecting deficit-based mindsets and providing information to stakeholders
at the college and beyond, including the Office of Advancement, that the FGLI population possesses
resiliency and grit that can diminish negative challenges and create pathways to attain success and
persevere to graduation became the norm. Many FGLI students learned that reliance on these factors is
what gains them access to and matriculation into college (Duckworth & Gross, 2014; Duckworth et al.,
2007). By instigating program transformation through resilience thinking (Caruna, 2014; Duckworth &
Gross, 2014), strengths-based perspectives (Butler-Barnes, Chavous, Hurd, & Varner, 2013; Saleebey,
1996), critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), stereotype threat
theory (Steele, 2010), and attention to imposter syndrome (Vera, Vasquez, & Corona, 2006), program codirectors and staff could demonstrate how students have an active role in their own success and agency,
and that the institution’s role is to foster connection and independence (Chickering & Reisser, 1993;
Kezar, 2011; Quaye & Harper, 2015; Tinto, 1982, 1993) through positive, asset-based action, narrative
change, and advocacy. HPSS is the model integrating external motivating factors—the ODMI—and best
practices in higher education to promote institutional change. Encouraging a balance of the ideals of
collectivist cultures within an individualistic society constitutes a unique approach to cultivating student
success. While freedom and independence are certainly critical to student achievement and are valued in
the program and at the college, crucial attention is paid to understanding one’s place in the institution—
and that place is earned, not granted. While it would be preferred to present comparative data, HPSS has a
specific population that was not tracked prior to the population funded by the TRIO grant and targeted by
HPSS (2015)—so comparisons would be inaccurate. We can show that prior to 2013, six-year graduation
rates after the change was made in 2010 to include only regularly admitted students (students who met
SMC admissions requirements) into HP hovered between 69% to 73%. It is important to note that these
numbers included all students who identified as first generation, upwards of 230-246 students. HPSS
students are defined as first-generation and/or low-income, and must meet federal standards for lowincome/poverty rates. In addition, there has been only one graduation class since the change occurred, as
only one class has entered since HPSS was fully implemented.
Departmental Level Narrative Changes

HPSS advances academic excellence and leadership development by focusing on student
strengths (Saleebey, 1996, 2009; Schmidt, Piontkowski, Raque-Bogdan, & Schaefer Ziemer, 2014) and
resiliency (Duckworth & Gross, 2014) to develop intercultural understanding and communication skills
necessary to function effectively in a global economy and society. Faculty and staff offer a broad range of
academic and community-building interactions based on high impact practices (Kuh, 2008) so core
academic experiences are reinforced through commitment to inclusivity and social justice advocacy. This
approach, supported by the institutional mission and the ODMI, serves to revolutionize retention and
graduation of FGLI students, and program outcomes are exceeding TRIO grant approved targets (see
Table 1). HPSS transformations represent a paradigm shift from the traditional approach of serving firstgeneration students by keeping them tied academically and socially to their racial or ethnic peer group to
a progressive approach that creates inclusive excellence. Targeted faculty, staff, and peer mentor
interaction beginning in the Summer Academic and Leadership Institute (SAILS), academic supports,

financial literacy, and directed career exploration geared towards sustaining a racially and culturally
diverse critical mass of high-achieving student leaders round out HPSS. And the program, while just
implemented in 2015, is demonstrating outcomes indicating the changes are effective.
Table 1: Persistence, good academic standing and graduation 2008-2013, entering fall cohorts
SSS-Eligible
Non-SSS-Eligible HPSS Objective
Persistence*
57%
67%
63%
Good Academic Standing**
89%
97%
94%
6-Year Graduation
50%
67%
58%
Source: Institutional Research and Office of the Registrar, Fall 2014
*Includes those who graduated.
**Defined for purposes of the HPSS grant project as GPA of 2.00 or higher.

HPSS Impact
+6%
+5%
+8%

Selectivity and training has made the HPSS Peer Mentor Program a coveted position on campus.
Peer mentor evaluations emphasize that the development of leadership and interpersonal communication
skills is a central outcome of participation as a peer mentor. Graduation rates of the HPSS student
population are being reviewed and appear to be increasing from past cohorts; however, the data are scant.
Only one full cohort that entered in 2015 has graduated, just as HPSS had been funded. Further, program
changes were being implemented, so comparative data are not yet available. Anecdotally, many students
cite the interventions of HPSS staff and HPSS components as tantamount to their successes. A less
tangible measure is how students, faculty, and staff articulate information about FGLI students.
As mentioned, public documents, speeches by administration, and the college’s strategic plan
mention strengths of FGLI students, and more concerted efforts to solidify these narrative changes occur
in workshops, individual interactions, grant proposals, and publications by the authors and others. Deficitbased exchanges have shifted to become more about students’ strengths and resiliency to overcome and
achieve through the characteristics they possess upon entering college and continue to hone through
HPSS (Schmidt et al., 2014), demonstrating a new outlook that can translate into well-being and
belongingness. That the program is explicitly grounded in theory and best practices has transformed
skeptics and those who would show concern over changing the program so profoundly. Other
departments at the institution are adopting the HPSS model including Student Engagement and Academic
Success, Student Disability Supports, Career and Professional Development Services, the Academic
Honor Council, Caminos a las Ciencias HSI STEM grant program, the Counseling Department, and
others. While continued assessment occurs, it is crucial to ensure the program components remain
relevant to changing times, and that student involvement in planning activities, events, programs, policies
and so on is central to program assessment.
Individual Level Narrative Changes/Cultural Shifts

The Sphere of Success vectors directly address student retention, academic standing, and
persistence to graduation, and each vector corresponds roughly to a specific academic year with
interventions that are developmentally appropriate. Vector 1, Resilience and Sustainability, addresses
financial aid literacy, packaging, review, and family outreach. The institution continues its financial
commitment and HPSS participants who have the highest level of need and also maintain good academic
standing have an opportunity to obtain funding and early course registration. Connection and involvement
by SMC Alumni Academy Award WinnerTM Mahershala Ali, through his development of the Moonlight
Scholarship, demonstrates how structured programs such as HPSS draw donors who envision outcomes if
direct ties to research, theory, and practice can be made. As has been mentioned throughout this paper,
Vector 2: Psychosocial Development and Engagement, is vital to students developing agency, and has
been demonstrated through HPSS student involvement in leadership positions on campus and in their
internships. Block scheduling (Rosenbaum et al., 2006) in math, English, science, and first-year
experience (Kuh, 2008) courses in years one and two results in natural learning communities and
connection to each other and to the institution. An assessment of student involvement in these areas is

ongoing, and preliminary results indicate HPSS students are over-represented as leaders on campus and
beyond.
HPSS participants rely on the interventions and supports described in Vector 3: Academic
Resources and Technology, such as workshops to ensure students have mastered software necessary to
succeed in college, and online HPSS communities give students access to resources, announcements,
events, and a chat space for participants to get to know one another and other HPSS-eligible upper
division students. Vector 4: Leadership Development is a part of every HPSS component; students are
treated as if their agency resides within as opposed to it coming from some other place. This is a key noncognitive factor and aspect of student development that creates the narrative change within and thus the
outcomes from which students can feel accomplished (Williams et al., 2018). Leadership begins with
SAILS, and through SAILS students learn to surface their inner fortitude and thrive in the college
environment. Involving all aspects of the campus community to familiarize HPSS students to the many
resources on campus and to connect them with staff and faculty from the Residential Experience, tutoring
centers, Student Life, New Student and Family Programs, Counseling and Psychological Services, and the
Intercultural Center to name a few, engage students at multiple levels and create personal and academic
associations students can rely upon.
Faculty engagement continues through Vector 5: Research and Scholarship. In years three and
four direct connections with faculty occur so HPSS participants can engage in faculty-student research.
Undergraduate research via independent study, summer research, and within courses takes place. These
experiences prepare HPSS participants—soon to be HPSS alumni—to compete at a high level for postbaccalaureate graduate study and/or employment. The HPSS Narrative Project is a partnership with
graduate student instructors from the college’s Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing program, and is
designed to cultivate low-income and/or first generation student dignity and honor in sharing their
personal stories of resilience and triumph along with the challenges and barriers faced as they worked
toward attaining access to college. The Narrative Project is directly supported by Stephens et al.’s, (2014)
difference-education intervention. The initiative includes student journaling and writing creative life
stories in partnership with the MFA graduate student and then participating in an annual public reading
where they bring their experiences to life. The Narrative Project public reading is a yearly event drawing
significant participation from the campus community. A future publication has been planned and is in the
early stages, and excerpts from the narratives can provide a vehicle for HPSS participants to publish their
work.
Vector 6: Career/Graduate Exploration, was developed to prepare students for the global
workplace and society. Students are required to participate in workshops offered through Career and
Professional Development Services, including resume reviews, exploration panels, workshops, and
consultation on how best to approach potential employers, with specific attention placed on a student’s
academic and service profiles. Students attend job fairs and on-campus career events to develop
leadership and self-efficacy with respect to interacting with potential employers. Connections to alumni as
well as business and community leaders are presented to gain internships and shadowing opportunities,
providing hands-on experience in the workplace. Third- and fourth-year participants attend the college’s
Graduate and Professional School Fair, and a group of students attend the California Forum for Diversity
in Graduate Education, held in different regions of the state each year, which provides workshops and
testimonials from first-generation graduates who have attained advanced degrees and/or career
excellence. These motivational events can give students the impetus necessary to internalize that success
is possible, and the road is not necessarily laden with insurmountable barriers.

Program Impacts
HPSS has had significant impact on the institution and is being adapted campus-wide. HPSS
served as foundation for the student services delivery system and mentoring program adopted by Student
Disability Services, the Student Success Office, and the College’s HSI Federal STEM grant and

implemented program, Caminos a las Ciencias (CALC). HPSS research and implementation created a
template and resource clearinghouse that has drawn some STEM faculty into better understanding of the
challenges that face FGLI students in STEM and STEM-related majors. In addition, HPSS is the roadmap
for the Math Department’s MAPS NSF grant program (just renewed). The mark HPSS is leaving is felt
campus-wide; the program’s tenets, as fully grounded in higher education and first-generation student
literature as well as critical race theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) and theories of intersectionality
(Crenshaw, 1991, 1989) gives the program components and Sphere credence and a launching point for
other initiatives to be developed. The commitment of the institution beyond the funded federal TRIO
grant is just part of the story, as the HPSS peer mentor coordinator and peer mentors are serving as
trainers for other campus peer mentor programs, and have presented the program nationally and
contributed to regional conferences as well. HPSS is exceeding one of its goals to replicate the nationally
recognized, award winning Oakland University Trustee Academic Success (OUTAS) program on which
is it modeled. OUTAS, has demonstrated over 25 years of increased retention, performance, and
graduation of a diverse group of students (Sosa, 2009; https://wwwp.oakland.edu/cmi/OUTAS/), and
while HPSS infrastructure and program enhancements are just a few years in the making, they are 25
years in the planning and execution.
This year, the HPSS program once again drew national attention as Saint Mary’s College was
named an inaugural First Forward institution by NASPA - Student Affairs Professionals in Higher
Education. The designation highlights HPSS and the institution-wide collaboration, modeled and led by
HPSS, to support first-generation students. In addition, NACADA - The Global Community for
Academic Advising, honored HPSS as a Global Award Certificate of Merit winner in the Outstanding
Advising category. Finally, the infrastructure added to a program that has been a part of the college for
over 45 years also drew in the support of two-time Academy Award WinnerTM and Saint Mary’s alumnus,
Mahershala Ali, who has commented on the significant changes, adaptation, and the structures put into
place that are moving students from retention to graduation.

Outcomes and Early Results
Consistent positive outcomes indicate that supporting holistic, collectivist approaches to student
success increases student self-efficacy and performance in these ways: 1) Students begin to recognize the
strength and resilience demonstrated by their ancestors and manifested within themselves that contribute
to their successes; 2) Strengths based and collectivist approaches that appreciate and acknowledge student
experiences positively can move institutions/higher education personnel from traditionally promoted
deficit-based frameworks; 3) Sosa and Pascua Dea’s (2015) Sphere of Success Vectors and Harper’s
(2010, 2012) Anti-Deficit Framework include student perspectives of positive reframing as a way to
capture their resilience and capacity to move beyond challenges to succeed; 4) Validating the realities that
institutions of higher education were not designed for FGLI students and implementing approaches
aligned with holistic, collectivist approaches can result in increases in retention, performance, and
graduation of FGLI students.
Cognitive outcomes include increasing students’ positive academic strategies (e.g., positive
attendance, completion of homework, decrease in number of students on probation after the first year),
academic performance, retention, and graduation, as shown in Table 1.
HPSS staff have conducted surveys and evaluations each year that include assessments of every
component of SAILS, every individual involved in each component of SAILS, all peer mentors, all
interventions provided by the peer mentors and by HP Coaches and Directors, all events, and all
requirements of the program. Adjustments have been made to reflect those changes, but formal analytics
have not been conducted to provide comprehensive visual outcomes to share at this early stage of the
program. While annual reports are provided to the federal government, only the measures noted are
required, and the many assessments program directors and staff have compiled are still in the analysis

stage. In addition, students have been assessed regarding their non-cognitive growth perceptions;
however, no formal measures can be reported as yet. Informally, we can report that non-cognitive
outcomes include 1) Development of self-confidence, cultural capital, and a positive academic mindset
resulting in a sense of belonging and community while increasing academic strengths and progress; 2)
Determination to persist through barriers that arise; and 3) Psychosocial qualities and tactics to hone
learning schemes (e.g., critical thinking, self-authorship, shared inquiry, interpersonal interaction). HPSS
integrates institutional mission, strengths-based and collectivist narratives, and higher education best
practices and incremental increases in retention, graduation, and performance rates of low-income and
first-generation students is occurring as demonstrated by the initial outcomes shown in Table 1. This
unique pathway to demand institutional change to align with institutional mission is just the beginning of
a revolution designed to support the most vulnerable students who have the potential to truly diversify
colleges and the workplace. Access and retention initiatives can be modified to skirt challenges to racebased admission policies; however, retention beyond the second year cannot continue to fall behind for
low-income and first-generation students. Implementation of targeted, comprehensive supports for all
years coupled with assessment and institutional commitment can add the missing pieces to discovering if
graduation rates can also increase. If higher education best practices backed by decades of research are
actually implemented, true inclusion and academic success can follow. Table 2 summarizes these
outcomes that matter; analysis that continues on these outcomes will prove fascinating and
groundbreaking.
Table 2: Outcomes that matter
Systemic/Institution

Program

Staff/Faculty

Students

Diversity
Inclusion
Focus on strengths
Living the mission
Elimination of silos
Institutional distinction

Campus-wide support
Funding
Signature program
Data-driven decisions

Buy-in/commitment
Collectivist perspective
Partnerships
Multicultural competence

Cognitive
Academic strategies
Academic performance
Retention
Graduation
Employment/graduate school
Non-cognitive
Self-confidence
Cultural capital
Sense of belonging
Scholar identity
Leadership

Conclusions
HPSS has been modeled on a program that has a 25-year success rate, and boasts retention,
performance, and graduation rates that exceed that of the general student population. That program is the
Oakland University Trustee Academic Success program (https://www.oakland.edu/cmi/OUTAS/),
developed in 1995 by one of the authors of the HPSS initiative. One of the most difficult aspects of
presenting HPSS in only its fourth year is that the promising outcomes have not yet been completely
analyzed, though they are beginning to bring into focus the institutional efforts necessary, especially at a
small college, to sustain a multi-pronged student success initiative. “Beloved” programs are often loosely
constructed and perhaps successful on the surface. However, if not grounded in research, best practices,
and most importantly, if institutional commitment is not stipulated and perpetual, a backslide can occur
almost immediately. In the case of HPSS, there has been a constant need for gaining faculty and upper
administration endorsement and promotion of the program that has had to occur to ensure it remains

viable. This, and the early turnover of staff, along with some issues with gathering institutional data
caused lags in obtaining comparative data. As such, theoretical frameworks that have evolved and
emerged from the construction of a student success initiative have been presented as if they are part of the
asset-based institutional change because, frankly, they are. In sum, creating programmatic outcomes
regarding student success are certainly the goal. However, byproducts of this initiative have been much
more far-reaching and have allowed for the college to develop its inclusive excellence mission through
the HPSS initiative. In addition, analysis of the abundance of information that has been collected from
participants, stakeholders, and observers of the way HPSS has transformed from a program with little
infrastructure to a program that is the standard-bearer for student success at the college and beyond is
ongoing, and should not be considered as a missing piece to this work. As the next TRIO Student Support
Services RFP is released and a new proposal is written, the authors anticipate the data already collected
will demonstrate the successes of the program, and the ability of the founders to create and sustain an
asset-based student success initiative that combines the most important aspects of first-generation and/or
low-income student achievement: family, equity, inclusion, and collectivist collaboration and strengthsbased effort. These are the non-cognitive fundamentals that create the future for students to thrive. HPSS
is the vehicle, through its vectors, that drives students toward that future.
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Appendix A
High Potential Program and HPSS Timeline

1973
Modeled on TRIO programs in California
colleges and universities, The High Potential
(HP) Program was founded in 1973 as an
access program for non regularly admitted
first generation and/or low income students.

2010
The HP Program was altered to require that
students who entered the program met the
admissions requirements of all entering
students, however the program was still
primarily an access program for first
generation and/or loww income students.

2013
Spring/Summer
Pascua Dea was hired as DIrector of the HP
Program and Advising Programs; Sosa
appointed Faculty Co‐Director of HP (the first
such combination).

2013 Fall
SWOT analysis uncovers significant gaps in
data, systems, infrastructure, student
supports, consistency, staffing, and funding.

2014
Narrative change begins, as "Summer
Bridge" becomes Summer Bridge Institute
and Peer Mentor training is enhanced,
becoming Peer Mentor Leadership initiative.
Peer Mentor hiring becomes competetive,
coveted, and structured.

Late 2014 early 2015
RFP for TRIO SSS Released, HP Sphere of
Success (HPSS) Grant authored by Sosa &
Pascua Dea, submitted February 1, 2015.
Grant fully funded at $1.1M.

Narrative change toward asset‐based
understanding of first generation/low
income population occurs as HPSS is rolled
out throughout campus‐workshops,
eradication of deficit based language where
possible.

2015‐2016
ODMITM and HPSS used as foundational tenets
within the College Committee for Inclusive
Excellence as Institutional Learning
Outcomes and ODMI assessment are
developed. Pathways to InclusionTM
Sosa & Pascua Dea launch
nextgenfirstgen.comTM

2016 ‐ present
2015 ‐ 2016 was first full HPSS class, 2019 is
first graduation class with most of HPSS
implemented (Summer Academic Institute
for Leaders & Scholars [SAILS] not fully
implemented summer of 2015).

Appendix B: High Potential Sphere of Success Logic Model

Appendix C: Organizational Developmental Model of Inclusion

Used with permission granted by R. Mitchell, co-author of the Organizational Developmental Model of Inclusion.

Appendix D
Integrating Diversity and Inclusion Learning Opportunities at SMC 2016 – ODMI
Implementation Team
The work of the College Committee on Inclusive Excellence includes goals and strategies to
improve the recruitment, retention, and success of historically marginalized students, staff, and faculty;
build an inclusive community; and develop systems of accountability and assessment. The Organizational
Development Model of Inclusion (ODMI) provides a useful framework for both assessing the
perspectives of campus constituents toward our progress in achieving inclusive community, and designing
approaches and actions to build inclusive community consistent with those assessments.
Our mission requires a commitment to inclusive excellence; this commitment runs deep in
members of our community. The CCIE recognizes the need to support learning opportunities that increase
our ability to practice inclusion and implement strategies that will advance this commitment. The
Learning Outcomes (LOs) articulated below align with the ODMI and guide many professional
development opportunities at the College. They include building appropriate awareness, knowledge, and
skills that account for different perspectives and motivations of individuals as they work within specific
organizational units at the College. The LOs thus begin with basic levels of awareness and motivation that
are focused primarily at the individual level, because reflecting on one’s own perspectives and their
impact is a precursor to understanding diversity content at more structural levels and interacting
respectfully and constructively across difference. (LOs below are modified from both the ODMI and the
University of Michigan’s Center for Research on Learning and Teaching)
Overall Theme and Assumption: Building an inclusive community is wholly aligned with Catholic and
Lasallian values.
Learning Outcomes for Individuals and Units Operating at Exclusion
 Demonstrate a working understanding of diversity, equity, and the deleterious effects of
exclusion.
 Demonstrate ability to define discrimination, harassment, and retaliation.
 Articulate the negative impact and cost to the institution of stereotypes, prejudice, and
discrimination.
 Identify ways in which the organization may be legally at risk.
 Identify ways in which individuality and personal experience may not be valued in a
homogenous group.
 Recognize and express one’s own perspective on situations, events, and issues, and begin to
identify influences on those perspectives.
Sample learning opportunities:
1. Mandatory online sexual harassment training
2. GUIDE (Gaels Uniting for Inclusion & Diversity through Education)
3. New Employee/Faculty Orientation
Learning Outcomes for Individuals and Units Operating at Symbolic Inclusion
 Identify preferential/overt and covert differential treatment.
 Recognize how different audiences perceive different meanings in a given piece of
information.
 Understand and articulate the value of individual and group support.
 Identify and articulate benefits of inclusion.
 Practice critical reflection of one’s own cultural origins, practices, and habits of thought.
 Demonstrate understanding of empathy and develop capacity to express it.

Sample learning opportunities:
1. Safe Zone training
2. “It’s On Us” Bystander Intervention training
3. Inclusive Recruiting workshops (e.g., Inclusive Hiring Part 1 & 2; Unconscious Bias and
Building a Diverse Search Committee Process – sponsored by SMC HR/CUPA)
4. GUIDE Mini-workshops
Learning Outcomes for Individuals and Units Operating at Prescribed Inclusion
 Demonstrate capacity to respond appropriately to forms of discrimination that may block
advancement of community members.
 Understand dynamics of power and privilege as they influence interpersonal interactions.
 Demonstrate ability to discuss how cultural contexts and discourses affect individual
perspectives.
 Develop strategies for speaking and opening inquiry that minimize assumptions made about
others.
 Develop capacity to have one’s own assumptions challenged implicitly or explicitly by
others, and to persist in challenging interactions marked by explicit or unconscious bias.
 Build relationships with culturally diverse peers.
 Deploy effective strategies to engage conflict productively and to resolve unproductive
conflicts in multicultural settings.
 Develop the capacity in leadership in making institutional practices more inclusive.
Sample learning opportunities:
1. Expanding Gender Inclusiveness: Insights from Trans Studies (CTLS Workshop)
2. Moving Beyond Civility: Facilitating Difficult Dialogues in the Classroom (Seminar)
3. Cracking the Codes: Deepening our Dialogues about Race (Fall Faculty Retreat – CTLS,
CCIE, Seminar)
Learning Outcomes for Individuals and Units Operating at Inclusion
Must conduct semi-annual assessment and climate analyses interpersonally and institutionally
 Listen to and communicate effectively with all people, using appropriate verbal and
nonverbal behavior, language and strategies; develop a repertoire of behavior that can be
applied appropriately and flexibly across diverse settings.
 Repeat lessons above until behavioral flexibility no longer requires conscious reflection.
 Demonstrate leadership in making institutional practices more inclusive.
Developed by: Saint Mary’s College ODMI Implementation Team – B. Dobkin, T. Gomez, G. A. Sosa, T.
Pascua Dea, C. Watkins, C. Swain

Appendix E
Pathways to InclusionTM Fall 2016
Exclusion to Symbolic Inclusion
 Mandatory online sexual harassment training with follow up training and workshops
 Mandating GUIDE with follow up mini-workshop sessions
 Intact Team Training 1 (enacting departmental agreements, how to handle conflict, team
building)
 Staff, Faculty, and Dean levels
 Supervisor 101 training on compliance – for example, on search committees.
 Safe Zone training for all members of the community
 Departmental new employee orientation/onboarding
 Provost and CDO conduct subsequent assessment trainings with the Board of Trustees. Must
include onboarding for new Board members
 Title IX awareness (overall awareness) and Sexual Assault Prevention workshops
 Awareness of BIRT intervention process (impact of BIRT reports)
 Targeted workshops for those teaching Seminar
 Subsequent training for Board of Trustees and Regents
 Diversity outreach for advertising for positions
 Provost’s mandate for search committees – cannot move forward with hiring process unless
entire search committee has met with CDO
Symbolic to Prescribed
 Intact Team training II
 External consulting support to offer Intact Team trainings
 Create a menu of offerings (coordinated by HR and CDO)
 Behavioral Intervention Team presentations with departments
 Inclusive recruiting training (Diverse Search Committee training) and diversity outreach for
advertising
 Cultural Competency / Cultural Humility (14 steps)
 Promote understanding of trigger warnings (pedagogy of care)
 Conversations and interventions describing “Intent versus Impact”
 Menu of resources on CCIE web site
 College Communications Style Guide (The power of language framing)
 Update Hiring for Mission and Inclusion Participant Guide
 Creating Affinity groups and adding events (student, staff, and faculty)
 Cultural celebrations fully supported, funded, and embraced
 Scholarships and targeted internships for low income students
 ACES Internship with Cisco and other corporations – expand initiatives
 Faculty development funding enhancements for those undertaking equity/inclusion training
Prescribed to Inclusion
 Jan Term course for faculty, staff, students based on diversity education course conducted by
students and presented at NCORE
 Support and promote faculty and staff of color through targeted retention and promotion
efforts based on best practices in higher education and in corporations (requires continued
research)





Affinity Groups are leveraged and institutionalized; cultural celebrations/graduations are fully
supported, funded and embraced
All decision-making occurs within a context of examination of power and privilege in
Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs)
Continued conversations that result in action (model on Beyond Disbelief Event)

Developed by: Saint Mary’s College ODMI Implementation Team – B. Dobkin, T. Gomez, G. A. Sosa, T.
Pascua Dea, C. Watkins, C. Swain.
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